Introduction
The International Monetary Fund (IMF, or informally 'the Fund') is one of the most prominent, influential and, at times, contested institutions in contemporary global governance. Following a relatively sleepy existence in the first quarter-century after its creation at the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944, the IMF greatly enlarged its agenda, resources and membership to become a significant architect of accelerated globalisation, particularly during the 1980s and 1990s, and especially in countries of the global south and the former Soviet bloc. The Fund's role in balance of payments support is now mostly restricted to low-income countries, but for other countries too the institution remains a major source of macroeconomic policy advice, technical assistance, training, policy research, and rules in respect of global financial flows.
Expanded IMF activities and impacts have raised demands of accountability on the institution. A wide range of stakeholders -national governments and other governance agencies, market players, civil society associations and general publicshave affirmed that the Fund should be answerable for its (potentially highly consequential) actions and omissions. Moreover, critics have worried that insufficient mechanisms are in place to correct deficiencies in IMF performance, with the result that constructive regulation of today's more global economy could be compromised. A leading figure at the Fund puts this point starkly, noting that: 1 The IMF can be a huge force for good if it has the right kind of accountability. Either we get the accountability right or we lose the opportunity of this institution to make globalisation a fairer process.
Other studies have examined issues of IMF accountability in general terms. 2 The present paper assesses the specific role of civil society activities in this regard. 3 Among other things the analysis draws on field investigations of IMF-civil society relations undertaken at periodic intervals since 1995 across five continents, especially in Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Egypt, France, Romania, Russia, Thailand, Uganda, the UK and the USA. 4 How have civil society groups helped to make the Fund answerable to those whom it affects? In what ways and to what extents have civil society associations brought the IMF due recognition of its successes and due rectification of its shortfalls?
The argument put forward here is that various types of civil society associations have used multiple kinds of tactics to advance IMF accountability on a number of occasions, particularly in relation to certain policy areas like transparency, debt relief and fiscal space for social expenditure. However, the overall scale of these contributions has remained modest to date, so that citizen action groups have only partly closed accountability gaps. Moreover, IMF-civil society relations have often been rather hegemonic, in the sense that the accountability secured through these citizen channels has, on the whole, flowed disproportionately to dominant countries and social circles, rather than to subordinate countries and social strata who generally experience the greatest accountability deficits vis-à-vis the Fund. The need for the future is therefore not only to nurture more civil society involvement in IMF affairs, but also more civil society activity that directly engages, and is itself more accountable to, marginalised countries and social groups. ', New Political Economy, vol. 9, no. 2 (June 2004), pp. 251-70. 4 Funding for this fieldwork has been generously provided by the Economic and Social Research Council, the Ford Foundation, the Nuffield Foundation, and the University of Warwick. Major gratitude is also due to several hundred civil society actors and IMF officials who have kindly given their time and shared their expertise for my studies of their relationships.
To elaborate this argument, the first section below surveys the activities for which the IMF can be held accountable, the constituencies to whom the Fund is answerable, and the main mechanisms in place to effect (at least partly) that accountability. The second section reviews the general features of civil society relations with the Fund and the direct as well as indirect ways that citizen groups engage this global governance institution. The third section assesses where and how far civil society interventions have advanced IMF accountability. Concluding remarks raise concerns about -and possible corrective steps against -an overall hegemonic character of Fund-civil society relations that tends to skew accountability advances in favour of already privileged quarters.
IMF Accountability
Before assessing the role of civil society in IMF accountability it is necessary to establish the character of that accountability. For what activities does the Fund need to answer? To whom is it answerable? What mechanisms are currently available to enact that accountability? How far do those mechanisms achieve adequate IMF accountability to its various constituencies? The following section addresses these four questions in turn.
Accountability for what?
An actor (in this case the IMF) is accountable for its actions and omissions. So what does the Fund do (and possibly neglect to do)? By its Articles of Agreement, the IMF has the tasks: (a) to promote international monetary cooperation; (b) to facilitate the balanced growth of international trade; (c) to support foreign exchange stability; (d) to maintain a multilateral system of payments between members; (e) to assist in the correction of maladjustments in members' balance of payments; and (f) to reduce the duration and severity of disequilibria in members' balance of payments. The first four objectives are more systemic in character, while the last two relate to individual countries within the world economy.
To further these aims the IMF has regularly provided its member states with balance of payments support. Some of these credits provide stabilisation during short-term balance of payments problems. Other Fund loans extend over longer periods while the country concerned makes structural adjustments to its economy in order to achieve a sustainable balance of payments position. Member states in the North ceased taking IMF credits after the mid-1970s. Governments of middle-income countries have largely stopped seeking financial assistance from the Fund in recent years, having accumulated sufficient foreign-exchange reserves to see themselves through most balance of payments fluctuations, although a recurrence of major financial crises could change this situation.
Meanwhile many low-income countries, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, continue to rely heavily on balance of payments support from the IMF. Fund has also figured in other debates on global financial governance, for example, in respect of offshore centres and hedge funds. However, the IMF has thus far refrained from more interventionist public regulation of global finance, particularly in the direction of a progressive redistribution of its benefits.
In sum, in an era of economic globalisation marked by much-enlarged financial and trade flows among countries, an institution like the IMF has a large and vital role to fill. The Fund provides coordinated oversight of macroeconomic conditions nationally, regionally and globally and is a prime source of public policy advice concerning the tight interconnections between these several scales of economic activity. The IMF also is -and could be even more -one of the principal sources for effective and equitable public governance of global financial flows. However, to invest the Fund with legitimacy to undertake these tasks presumes that adequate processes of accountability to its constituencies are in place. Is that the case?
Accountability to whom? In sum, traditionalist conceptions see the IMF as accountable to its member states, end of story. In contrast, revisionist notions maintain that, next to states, the Fund is to some extent also directly answerable to citizens. Moreover, that citizenship now often has regional and global as well as national contours. When queried about accountability, management and staff at the IMF often recite a statist formula as 'the official line'.
However, within as well as outside the institution it is increasingly recognised that Fund accountability is more complex than traditional multilateralism would have it. As one senior IMF official recently declared, with apparent equanimity, 10 International institutions have multiple lines of accountability. That is the nature of modern democractic governance. At the Fund our legal accountability is to the Board, but we feel obliged also to listen to others, and that is a good thing. Given the substantial limitations just described of formal accountability mechanisms in respect of the IMF, stakeholders who seek to hold the institution more fully answerable for its deeds and neglects must turn to supplementary informal channels.
One option in this regard is the mass media. In other words, citizens and/or weak governments might take their grievances regarding the Fund to journalists in the hope that negative publicity through the press could prompt corrective actions. The IMF for its part has since the 1990s devoted considerable attention to media relations, inter alia through a substantial division inside the External Relations Department (EXR) and with media training for staff, started in 1993.
Otherwise IMF accountability can be pursued informally through civil society activities. That is the particular concern of the rest of this paper. In what ways and to what extent do civil society associations execute an (informal) accountability function in respect of the Fund? In particular, how far do civil society initiatives help to fill the especially severe gaps in IMF accountability that exist with respect to weak governments, to citizens North and South, and to marginalised social circles? Potentially, civil society could play a major and very positive role in Fund accountability. But does it do so?
IMF-Civil Society Relations
Before examining the specific ways and degrees that civil society activities do and do not promote the accountability of the International Monetary Fund it is helpful to identify which 'civil society' engages the institution, and how. This section of the paper first surveys the kinds of civil society organisations that relate to the IMF and analyses their overall sociological profile. Then channels of direct and indirect civil society interaction with the Fund are reviewed.
Civil society in the IMF context
Civil society can be broadly understood as a political arena where associations of citizens seek, from outside political parties, to shape the rules that govern one or the other aspect of social life. In the present context the 'rules' in question are those that emanate from the IMF in respect of global monetary and financial flows as well as macroeconomic policy more generally. The principal types of citizen associations concerned with the Fund are a mix of (in roughly descending order of the intensity with which they engage the agency) research institutes, nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), business forums, labour unions, faith groups, and more ephemeral popular mobilisations. Regarded in terms of social structure, this civil society is predominantly Northern, western, urban, professional, male-led, able-bodied and white. In other words, sociologically the civil society that engages the IMF generally mirrors rather than counters social hierarchies in global politics at large. To summarise the preceding section, then, quite a number of civil society organisations have in the course of the past three decades adopted a host of direct and indirect means of engaging the IMF. For its part the Fund has adjusted various procedures and attitudes to increase its receptiveness to relations with civil society
groups. Yet advances on either side -civil society or the IMF -should not be overstated.
True, these relations have become widespread and, as is argued in the next section, they occasionally figure fairly centrally in policy processes connected with the Fund. That said, the overall number, range and depth of IMF-civil society interchanges remains relatively modest. Far more development of these relationships would be needed in order to realise their full potentials to enhance Fund accountability, particularly in respect of marginalised countries and subordinated social groups.
Civil Society Contributions to IMF Accountability
Having moderated expectations regarding the overall extent of civil society impacts on IMF accountability, it can still be affirmed that inputs from these citizen quarters have Cumulative evidence of these three kinds (correlations, testimonies and counterfactuals)
may not count as definitive proof, but it gives a strong suggestion that civil society makes a difference -and could potentially matter quite a lot more -for IMF accountability. Civil society activities have of course not been the sole impetus behind moves to greater transparency at the IMF. Various journalists, legislators and officials from other governance bodies have also pressed the Fund to become more publicly visible. In addition, the prevailing (often dubbed 'neoliberal') economic policy discourse of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century has maintained that markets perform best when producers and consumers are equipped with full information about the situation at hand.
In this way the general context of the time has encouraged the Fund to follow its own prescriptions. Thus civil society initiatives on IMF transparency have had significant impacts on policy change in good part since these actions have unfolded in relations of mutual reinforcement with other auspicious circumstances.
Partly this civil society impact has come from years of constantly repeated demands for greater Fund disclosure. Led in particular by global governance NGOs, these insistent refrains from civil society helped to move transparency up the IMF agenda in the mid-1990s and then to keep it there as a prominent concern. In a case of very specific concrete influence in this matter, lobbying from certain NGOs helped persuade the US Congress in 1994 to withhold three-quarters of a requested $100 million appropriation for replenishment of ESAF, subject to greater information disclosure by the Fund. 
Debt relief
One instance where popular mobilisation has helped to prompt a major policy reorientation at the Fund is the campaign for debt relief. 37 The earliest states, corporations, or major mass media) were effectively raising issues of public services, poverty and social equity with the Fund. Thus civil society activism arguably played a notable part in laying the ground for the turn at the IMF to more socially sensitive macroeconomic advice in the 1990s, although as that decade proceeded other parties also increasingly promoted this policy shift.
The rise in social concerns at the Fund has occurred gradually but steadily over some two decades. Perhaps the Fund has made far fewer advances on trade reform than on debt relief partly because civil society engagement of the IMF has given trade matters far less attention. In addition, the Fund's substantial dereliction of duties in respect of regulating global financial markets -brought home especially acutely with the crises of the 1990s -has arguably occurred in part owing to the lack of civil society campaigns on this issue.
Indeed, after a short spate of attention by certain think tanks and citizen movements a decade ago to 'a new global financial architecture', civil society associations have eased almost all pressure on the Fund to attend to one of its most vital tasks. As the cases just described illustrate, an absence of civil society activism can sometimes also have farreaching consequences for IMF accountability.
Improved accountability mechanisms
In addition to the preceding impacts (and lack of impacts) on the formulation and implementation of substantive policies, civil society activities have also had certain In terms of accountability for what, the paper has highlighted five areas where civil society interventions have helped to make the Fund more answerable: i.e.
transparency, forecasts and targets, debt relief, social concerns, and accountability mechanisms. However, the extent of these contributions must not be overplayed, particularly since other actors and certain systemic trends were also involved in generating these changes. Moreover, civil society associations still have much work to do in these areas. Transparency and evaluation processes at the Fund can be strengthened.
The agency's policy advice can be still more tailored to contextual circumstances and also be more attentive to the priorities of the people most directly affected. The unsustainable debts of low-income countries need to be fully worked out, and such a situation must not be allowed to recur in the future. The social dimensions of IMF advice can be further strengthened, in particular with regard to the distributional effects within On the other hand, it has also been seen consistently throughout the paper that work on the IMF by think tanks, NGOs, business forums, trade unions and faith groups has tended, when taken as a whole, to involve players in positions of country, cultural and class dominance within global politics. Even the less formally organised social movements that have filled the streets around the Annual Meetings have exhibited a hegemonic profile in this sense. In terms of structural patterns, civil society operations have generally reinforced rather than countered the highly skewed accountabilities at the Fund towards a handful of dominant countries and dominant managerial circles within those countries. Thus, looking to the future of civil society promotion of IMF accountability, four steps might be emphasised. One priority is to increase civil society engagement of the Fund, so that the potentials for advancing global governance accountability evident from the above analysis can be more fully realised. Second, relatively more attention needs to be given to developing IMF relations with civil society groups in programme countries and in marginalised social circles. Third, civil society groups in the North should build more relations with groups in the South, including in particular associations that are close to local communities and cultures in those countries. Fourth, in pursuing greater answerability of the IMF civil society associations need better to attend to their own accountabilities, particularly to those who are otherwise rarely heard in global politics.
